Is physical activity possible and beneficial for patients with hepatitis C receiving pegylated interferon and ribavirin therapy?
The great majority of patients with chronic viral hepatitis C are treated with pegylated interferon-ribavirin therapy. The aim of this study was to demonstrate that these patients were able to have some form of physical exercise, and that this activity can lead to an improvement in their quality-of-life. Twelve volunteer patients with hepatitis C, who were either sedentary or had become sedentary and who had been treated by combination therapy for the past few weeks, were recruited at hepatology clinics in the Midi-Pyrénées region of France early in 2006. All patients attended a sports medicine consultation for an initial evaluation: maximal aerobic power and maximal oxygen consumption tests, maximum heart rate (MHR), search for contraindications for participation in the proposed program of physical exercise. The patients were given a heart rate monitor so they could measure their heart rate during physical exercise and check that they exercised under safe conditions and remained within the so-called "endurance" zone. The patients came to a sports facility daily for 5 days for the exercise program. The activities were divided into four sessions each day: an individual physical exercise selected by the patient, team physical exercise, recreational physical exercise, lectures on the different types of hepatitis and their treatment, on nutrition and on sports medicine assessments. Data on hepatitis, results of the cardiorespiratory examination and personal history and record of past physical activity were collected for each patient. Quality-of-life (SF36) was assessed at enrollment in the study and one month after the training sessions. At the initial sports medicine consultation, all patients reached their MHR and were found capable of participating in the proposed physical exercise program. One enrolled patient was excluded from the analysis because of the presence of sinusitis on arrival. Seven men and four women, mean age of 46 years completed the full course of the study protocol. All participated in the three types of proposed physical activity with no problem. The score of the general perception item of the SF36 questionnaire increased from 63 on day 0 to 71 at one month (p=0.07). In conclusion, patients with hepatitis C receiving pegylated interferon plus ribavirin may safely participate in a program of suitably supervised physical exercise. Taking part in physical exercise leads to clear changes in the way patients perceive their bodies and its capacities. Participating in sports activities could improve self-confidence and lead to far-reaching changes in the way patients perceive their disease and the constraints of treatment.